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A quality school education is associated with a wealth of positive 
personal outcomes such as better quality of life, higher earnings 
and better health. The relationship between education and these 
private positional benefits is growing stronger, with most countries 
including Australia seeing heightened competition for high status 
educational opportunities (Bentley, Kaye, MacLeod, O’Leary & 
Parker 2004). Perhaps as a reflection of this, there is little dialogue 
in Australia about the public benefits of school education.
Yet the collective or community aspects of schooling are inescap-
able. On the one hand, higher levels of education are associated 
with greater social inclusion, social capital and community capac-
ity. On the other hand, providing a quality school education for all 
young Australians is a task that schools can’t do alone.
Child poverty and entrenched geographic disadvantage form part 
of the challenge. New research commissioned by The Foundation 
for Young Australians (now in alliance with Education Foundation) 
shows a clear relationship between social background, geographic 
location and lower levels of educational participation, attainment 
and achievement (Lamb & Mason 2008). 
Another factor is the lack of consensus about the locus of respon-
sibility for the broader wellbeing of children and young people. 
The Report Card on the Wellbeing of Young Australians recently 
released by the Australian Research Alliance for Children and Youth 
makes it clear that education is one subset or measure of a broader 
wellbeing, yet most Australian schools and systems still operate 
as though it were an isolated activity. As Carolyn Atkins from the 
Victorian Council of Social Service notes: 
“We know that a child’s or young person’s learning does 
not occur in isolation from the other parts of his or her life. 
However the traditional school structure and approach is to 
respond as if this is the case” (in Black 2008).
This policy dissonance bears little relationship to the lived experi-
ence of children, young people and their schools. Education 
Foundation conducts research and programs to identify and redress 
educational disadvantage at both the school and systemic levels. 
Its research shows that schools serving disadvantaged communities 
face multiple barriers to their efforts to improve student outcomes 
including their inability to meet the wellbeing needs of their stu-
dents (Black 2004, 2007, 2008). 
Collectively, the community sector provides a range of services 
for children and young people that naturally bring its work into 
the sphere of schools. New thinking within the sector clearly sees 
schools as key partners in meeting its social agenda. As Carolyn 
Atkins makes clear, “it is vital to draw together the full range of 
resources that affect the learning and development of children” (in 
Black 2008). Yet the experience of schools is that their partnerships 
or other arrangements with community sector organisations are 
hampered by numerous factors.
One of these is the perennial frustration caused by short-term or 
simply insufficient funding. Schools in high poverty areas have 
large numbers of students who require support in multiple ways 
(Bishop 2004). These schools need external help but find it dif-
ficult to create or maintain the necessary connections due to the 
pressure on their existing resources and staff (Mulford, Kendall, 
Ewington, Edmunds, Kendall & Silins 2007). As one school princi-
pal testifies: 
“There are organisations that support student welfare. It 
would be really great if I could have better access to these. 
We do get funding for a trained student welfare officer from 
amongst the staff, but that’s my assistant principal. When 
she is wearing her welfare hat, I lose her support in running 
the school” (in Black 2007).
Working relationships between schools and community sec-
tor organisations are also fraught with cultural challenges. The 
training received by teachers is so different to that of community 
sector professionals that they can struggle to understand one 
another’s basic priorities, let alone agree on how to work together. 
For schools operating in challenging circumstances, the task of 
working cooperatively with an external agency requires skills and 
capacity that can be in short supply as the school struggles to 
meet the immediate needs of its students. This means that the 
focus is too frequently on quick fixes rather than the preventative 
or early intervention strategies in which the community sector has 
such expertise. 
The most successful relationships between schools and community 
sector organisations are built on a shared, enabling or distributed 
leadership that builds collective responsibility and draws on the 
knowledge and expertise of both sectors. Many partnerships with 
schools fail to do this, perhaps because of the cultural tendency 
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of schools to see themselves as the expert in matters related to 
education (Kilpatrick, Johns & Mulford 2003). Changing this 
requires a cultural shift away from the idea that schools can oper-
ate in isolation and that they can be the only point of leverage for 
efforts to improve outcomes for children and young people facing 
disadvantage (Levin 2006).
One of the most important elements of any strategy to improve 
educational outcomes in impoverished communities is what has 
been called ‘thisness’: the qualities of schools and their com-
munities that are specific to their locale (Thomson 2002). The 
community sector has a great deal of knowledge about effective 
place-based solutions and practice that should be used to find the 
best approach to the specific local needs of children and young 
people. As one school principal observed at an Education Founda-
tion forum: 
“The challenge is to make the future better for the young 
people we are working with in the particular context we 
operate in” (in Black 2008).
This raises the question of whether new structures should be cre-
ated to provide a conduit for the shared resourcing of collaborative 
arrangements between schools and community sector agencies. 
Place-based approaches represent an opportunity for government, 
business and philanthropy to fund joint initiatives in communities 
of need or to resource new workforce roles such as partnership 
brokers, network coaches and cross-sectoral liaison staff that could 
build needed capacity and help bridge cultural gaps. They also 
represent an opportunity to fund existing collaborations so that 
they become stronger and more sustainable and to fund research 
into the impact of cross-sectoral networks and what they require 
to succeed. It also raises the issue of quality: any place-based solu-
tion to children and young people’s education and wellbeing must 
be combined with high universal standards so that cross-sectoral 
networks in disadvantaged communities do not simply perpetuate 
the inequity they are designed to address.
Despite these barriers, collaboration between schools and com-
munity sector agencies remains an essential strategy in improving 
outcomes for children and young people. A number of factors 
make this collaboration both increasingly necessary and increas-
ingly possible:
a growing inequity in educational outcomes linked to 
geographic location 
greater knowledge about the need for a systematic ap-
proach to the planning, location and delivery of learning 
from early childhood through to adulthood
the need for locality-wide responses to declining student 
numbers, student underachievement and school under-
•
•
•
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a growing agenda for a joined-up response to social 
issues and the centrality of school education in address-
ing these issues
a greater awareness of the potential to reframe schools 
as centres of their communities.
Carolyn Atkins makes the challenge clear: “to address the social 
needs of children and young people, it is critical that schools 
are networked and integrated with a range of other community 
services and structures. Such new approaches are required for the 
improved integration of education and broader community organi-
sations and structures” (in Black 2008).
This integration has to happen at the system and policy levels. 
Without this, more collaboration on the ground will only have a 
limited impact. Joint programs or initiatives by individual schools 
and agencies serve a vital role for specific cohorts of students, but 
they do not alter the intrinsic operations, structures or culture of 
schools. Because of this, they do not and cannot tackle the larger 
social forces that shape the work of schools and the educational 
outcomes of children and young people (Mulford, Cranston, Keat-
ing & Reid 2007). 
Previously, Education Foundation (2005) has called for a com-
mon set of principles for all publicly-funded schools in Australia 
that support educational access for all children and young people, 
educational equity to reverse the growing gap in outcomes be-
tween different regions and social groups and educational excel-
lence to increase the overall level of achievement of all Australia’s 
school-age population. In alliance with The Foundation for Young 
Australians, Education Foundation is now calling for a bigger social 
contract: a national mandate for Australian schooling that en-
shrines our collective responsibility for the learning and wellbeing 
of all children and young people. 
Such a mandate should reflect our highest aspirations for children 
and young people and create an authoritative environment in 
which all parts of society can support them through its schools. 
It should rethink educational success so that the measurement of 
school performance includes the degree to which they work with 
one another and with other agencies, the extent to which they en-
gage their local community and the value that they add to student 
achievement in the face of disadvantage. This in turn means that 
it should build capacity for collaboration so that working together 
does not exhaust the already scarce resources of schools and com-
munity agencies. 
Lastly, it should ensure that any collaborative vision for Austral-
ian school education is built on a firm foundation. The Australian 
school education landscape is filled with initiatives driven from the 
grassroots or delivered by government without any mechanism to 
•
•
connect or navigate them. The new relationships being navigated 
by state and federal governments should reduce the complexity 
of education and other service provision for children and young 
people. They should also provide the means to coordinate and 
strengthen the multitude of locally developed education networks 
across the country that are attempting to meet similar needs (Black 
2008).
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